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Behind the Messiah Documentary
The following is part 2 of a three-part series of articles
written by S. Kent Brown, executive producer of
Messiah: Behold the Lamb of God, a Neal A. Maxwell
Institute, BYU Broadcasting, and Religious Education
production. BYU Television will air part of the series
on December 6, 2009. The entire
seven-part documentary will air
beginning on January 10, 2010.
Copies will be available for purchase in the spring. This second
article explores the path by which
the film climbed from a simple
concept to a completed project.
At the summit of eight years of work stood the
prototype film, the 13-minute preview that would
go to BYU’s administration for approval. For me, it
was as though all of time had compressed itself into
those 13 minutes. The quality of the exhibition on
three select topics—modern scholarly approaches to
the study of Jesus, his Sermon on the Mount, and his
resurrection—had to convey to a group of knowing
viewers both the tone of the planned film and the
range of visual and audio technologies that can be
summoned to tell the story of the Christ.
Because of my research and publishing background, I knew that, before all else, the film needed
a conceptual, written framework. It needed a basic
document to guide the treatment of Jesus’ entire
story. And, I was convinced, proper perspective
comes from many minds. So after I divided the
whole of Jesus’ ministry into manageable chapters, I
recruited eight outstanding faculty members to join
in writing segments of the broad story. We began to
write in the summer of 1999. By early 2000, all was
in my hands.
With the expert help of Patricia Ward, the
administrative assistant in BYU’s Ancient Studies
office, I plunged into the effort to create the project’s
guide, its basic document. Ninety pages later, and
with the generous help of colleagues, the project possessed its historical, cultural, and doctrinal frame.
Though I had shared the result with my eight
colleagues, the need for a tier of reviewers pressed
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itself upon me. With hat in hand, so to speak, I
went to Robert Millet, then dean of BYU’s Religious
Education, and asked for monies to pay stipends to
a blue-ribbon group of faculty reviewers to examine
and critique the basic document. After receiving a
promise of funds, I approached a half-dozen distinguished faculty members from different academic
disciplines, asking for critique and
promising the standard payment
for their time and energies. This
panel did not disappoint. Their
insightful feedback helped me to
adjust the framing of the document in important ways.
Two necessities had gradually
come into focus for me: the audience and a script.
What groups of people were we trying to reach? The
most obvious answer was college-age students and
young adults. After all, the project’s home resided
in a university. Besides, this age group would often
be the first to run into varying views about Jesus,
whether written or portrayed in other media.
To back up a little, with the help of Thomas
Lefler, the associate chair of BYU’s department of
theater and media arts, I had gathered a committee to explore the questions that would face a PBSquality film, including those of audience and technical support. The committee consisted of some widely
experienced people, including Lee Groberg and Heidi
Swinton, who had produced jointly such acclaimed
films as Trail of Hope and American Prophet.
After the unstinting assistance of committee
members, I came to a decision about the audience for
this telling of the Christ story—a film by Latter-day
Saints for Latter-day Saints that features the honed
skills of Latter-day Saint scholars.
During this committee-driven process, Tom
Lefler began to press for a script. He made it clear
to me that a script controls all else—the pacing and
shape of the film, its content and tone, its visual and,
to a large extent, its audio character. Fortunately
for me and the project, he knew Matt Whitaker, a
distinguished filmmaker and scriptwriter. Between
the three of us, we hatched the idea of conducting
a university class on the media’s treatment of Jesus
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Christ. Fall semester of 2001 had already begun,
but Daniel Judd, the chair of BYU’s Department of
Ancient Scripture, was willing to entertain my proposal for a class to begin in October, during the second block. Twelve students signed up.
Whitaker was the main teacher for the course,
leading the students inside the world of film production. He introduced them to the triumphs and
vagaries of media portrayals of Jesus of Nazareth.
The films all fell short of a full grasp of who Jesus is.
Class members came to perceive clearly that a fresh,
more complete approach to the story of the Christ
was needed.
For my part, I introduced the students to the historical and cultural backdrop of the New Testament
Gospels and, of course, to the basic document. The
class setting, while leading students to grasp how
Jesus had been portrayed in a variety of media, also
allowed them to discuss and refine the idea of a wideranging film that would go beyond what any visual
medium had produced before.
By the time that winter semester 2002 rolled
around, the 12 students were ready to try their
hands at creating scripts for 12 distinct episodes.
Some student scripts showed a significant depth of
research; others showed a refined skill in organizing the topics. All their creative efforts helped to
clarify the issues that a scriptwriter would face in
shaping and filling out all the pieces in the broad
story of the Messiah.
Now the table was set for an attempt by a
skilled writer to produce a script. Tom Lefler and
I concluded that 12 episodes were too many. So we
reduced the number to seven. In consultation with
John Reim, then the director of BYU Broadcasting,
and Beth Hedengren of the Honors Program, we
chose Emily Inouye and Stacey Snider Birk to create the script. Inouye’s task was to boil down the
major issues for each of the seven episodes. Behind
her came Birk, who was a film major and, by good
fortune, had been a student in the BYU Jerusalem
Center program and could envision the geographical backdrop for Jesus’ mortal life. She took
Inouye’s research and wrote an engaging script
highlighting the key elements in LDS theology that
center on the Messiah.
Though we were very pleased with the work of
the two women, Lefler and I knew that the script
might have omitted key elements and contain mis-
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takes. Once again, with the generosity of Religious
Education in offering compensation to reviewers, we
invited experts to examine and critique the script.
It was the resulting revised script, paired with the
prototype of the film, that eventually won approval
from university officials.
At this point, with the production of the proto-
type as the next move, Sterling Van Wagenen
entered the picture in an important way. I had
talked with Van Wagenen in 1998 about directing
the film. With his guidance about places around
Utah County that would carry the feel of the Holy
Land, Joseph Draschil, a film student at BYU,
began to assemble the master plan for producing
the prototype. One of the challenges was to work
with a budget of less than $20,000, monies that had
been donated for this purpose by BYU’s Religious
Education and the Maxwell Institute. The filming
took place at locations in Utah County and in the
LDS Motion Picture Studio in Provo.
I served as the “on-camera host” and recruited
four colleagues whom I knew to be well acquainted
with New Testament scholarship and to be strong
advocates of Jesus as Messiah. In February 2006, Van
Wagenen and a filming crew shot my host’s pieces
around and near Utah Lake. With the creative help of
John Uibel of BYU’s Center for Instructional Design,
a crew prepared a set at the Motion Picture Studio. I
invited the four scholars to answer questions about
selected New Testament topics: Jesus in modern
scholarship, the Sermon on the Mount, and the literalness of the resurrection. Van Wagenen skillfully
led the scholars through these key issues and then
oversaw the editing process. A number of people at
the Motion Picture Studio generously lent their skills
to the final product.
In June 2006, with a honed description and the
prototype film in hand, Draschil and I prepared the
final package to be presented to university officials
through Andrew Skinner, then the executive director of the Maxwell Institute. I knew that the sensitive
nature of the topic would require a lengthy review.
Exactly 11 months later, in May 2007, I learned that
the project had been approved. To that point, the
project had been nine years in its upward course. (To
be concluded in the next issue.) ◆
By S. Kent Brown
Associate Director, BYU Jerusalem Center
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